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While it is an issue of concern for many, most urban stories 
reported were not based on investigative journalism, but were 
drawn from press releases and other news feeds, mainly from 
government agencies and the police. Almost 25% of articles 
were word-for-word press releases; much of the remainder 
relied heavily on direct feeds.
In particular, the large composition of law and order 
reporting largely reflected an ease of access to information. 
According to a senior media officer, an active police media unit 
facilitated weekly press conferences and daily press releases, 
and the unit was highly responsive to media enquiries.1 Only 
around 15% of law and order articles displayed even a small 
degree of independent journalism.
Urban news articles were also largely reactionary. The 
majority of articles focused on a specific event or circumstance, 
such as a forum, workshop or commemoration. Reports on 
urban youth and gender issues were the most reactionary, 
with at least 90% of articles based on press releases or 
reports of what was said at meetings.
One implication of this type of reporting is that while 
information on urban issues is made available to the public, 
it occurs in a largely uncritical manner, reflecting primarily 
In Brief 2016/29
What’s in the News? Urban Issues in Solomon Star  
Online Reporting, 2014–2016
Jessica Carpenter
ssgm.bellschool.anu.edu.au
One of the greatest challenges and opportunities facing the 
South Pacific is rapid urbanisation, and Solomon Islands 
faces some of the most pressing urban growth stresses in 
the region. Its urban population is increasing at around 4.4 
percent, almost twice the rate of national population growth 
— a tempo that will double urban dwellers in less than 17 
years (Keen & Barbara 2015). As part of a broader study of 
urbanisation in Honiara, this In-Brief examines online urban 
news articles from July 2014 to June 2016 reported in the 
main newspaper, Solomon Star. The study investigates the 
capacity of press media to accurately and independently 
communicate urban issues.
The study has some limitations. Although most national 
news stories are published online, there are some gaps. The 
Island Sun newspaper was not included because of the large 
overlap in stories. Social media was not evaluated — most 
active participants in the major medium for social media 
commentary in Solomon Islands, Forum Solomon Islands 
International, do not reside in the country, let alone the city 
(Finau et al. 2014). 
Of the 4910 news articles examined, 884, or around 18%, 
were urban news stories specifically about, or related to, 
Honiara. Of these, the vast majority dealt with law and order 
(38%) or services (33%), trailed by infrastructure (8%). The 
service that received the most commentary was health (13% 
of total urban reporting), followed by education (7%), waste 
management (3%), and water and sanitation (3%).
Law and order reporting focused largely on court cases, 
followed by criminal activity, police operations and police 
capability. Key issues concerning services related to the 
National Referral Hospital, access to toilets, unsightly rubbish 
heaps, and short bus routes. Roads and traffic concerns 
were the most reported infrastructure issue, with housing also 
prominent.
The majority of the Solomon Star readership resides 
in Honiara (Iroga 2008). Noting this, one might posit that 
law and order was the overriding concern of city residents. 
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One of the greatest challenges and opportunities 
facing the South Pacific is rapid urbanisation, and 
Solomon Islands faces some of the most pressing 
urban growth stresses in the region. Its urban 
population is increasing at around 4.4 percent, 
almost twice the rate of national population growth 
— a tempo that will double urban dwellers in less 
than 17 years (Keen & Barbara 2015). As part of a 
broader study of urbanisation in Honiara, this In 
Brief examines media coverage of urban issues 
fro  the past 2 years, querying the ca acity of press 
media to articulate and shape popular opinion on 
urban issues. As Berger (2012) states, media 
analysis can provide a more comprehensive 
understanding and appreciation of the issues. 
There are two well-known hypotheses concerning 
the relationship between the news and the public: 
that the press moulds social attitudes or that it 
reflects them (Woodward 1934). In the case of 
Solomon Islands, the former is more applicable, 
though it is often key stakeholders doing the 
influencing. Successfully used by stakeholders, op-
ed  “cr ate influence far beyond th  confines of a 
single page”, building support for ideas, improving 
access to policy makers, and enriching authors’ 
reputations (Sommer & Maycroft 2008). Through 
an analysis of online Solomon Star reporting from 
July 2014 to June 2016 and interviews, this study 
finds that there is a dearth of skilled or experienced 
journalists, which inhibits investigative journalism, 
encourages reactionary, often near-sighted, media 
responses to urban developments, and allows the 
media to b  used as a mouthpi ce of key players. 
There are limitations to this research. Although 
ost national ne s stories are published online, 
there are gaps. Coverage of the issu s was 
consistent across newspapers, s  only Solomo  
Star news articles were analysed. Social media was 
not evaluated. Most of the active participants in 
the major medium for social media commentary in 
Solomon Islands, Forum Solomon Islands 
International, do not reside in the country, let 
alone the city (Finau et al 2014). 
The findings: Painting a data picture 
Just over 18 percent of all online Solomon Star news 
articles from July 2014 to June 2016 were urban 
articles specific, or related to, Honiara. Of these, the 
vast majority dealt with law and order (38%) or 
services (33%), trailed by infrastructure (8%). The 
service that received the most commentary was 
health (13% of total urban reporting), followed by 
education (7%), waste management (3%), and 
water and sanitation (3%). 
 
Key issues concerning services related to the 
National Referral Hospital, access to toilets, 
unsightly rubbish heaps and short bus routes. Law 
& order reporting focused largely on court cases, 
followed by criminal activity, police operations and 
police capability. Roads and traffic concerns and 
notices were the most reported infrastructure 
issue, with housing also prominent. 
Who’s Shaping the News? 
As much as 90 percent of the Solomon Star 
readership resides in Honiara.1 Noting this, one 
might posit that services were the overriding 
concern of city residents. While this may in fact be 
true, most urban stories were developed not from
public interest or investigative journalism, but from 
press releases and other news feeds, mainly from 
government agencies. Almost 25 percent of articles 
were word-for-word press releases; much of the 
remainder relied heavily on direct feeds. 
For example, the large composition of law and 
order reporting did not necessarily reflect a high 
degree of public interest, but rather ease of access 
to information. A  active police m dia unit 
facilitated weekly press conferences and daily press 
releases, and the police media unit was highly 
responsive to media enquiries.1 Only around 15 
percent of law & order articles displayed even a 
small degree of independent journalism. 
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importance to city residents, such as the informal sector, are 
not receiving sufficient attention in press media.
The low levels of independent and rigorous reporting reflect 
challenges that face many media outlets across the Pacific, 
including media ownership and convergence, limited financial 
resources, and inadequate education and qualifications (see 
Robie 2014). But even with limited resources, journalists can 
benefit from issue-based briefings and support to boost their 
understanding of urban issues and key sources. For example, the 
additional support for a complex issue of national importance, 
the Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) 
drawdown, assisted with more accurate and critical reporting.
For newspapers to play a role as knowledge brokers, 
opinion shapers and catalysts for social dialogue, they need 
to report on issues of high social relevance, and represent 
the outlooks of both the elite and the marginalised in the city. 
Arguably, the Letters to the Editor section is filling an important 
role in opening up a space for people to express their views 
on urban policies and practices, even if those expressing 
views are part of a literate elite. Ideally, as the media develops 
further, it will improve its capacity to seek out a wide range 
of views. This could allow the media to play a stronger role in 
national development by reflecting social needs and shaping 
informed decision-making.
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Endnote
1. Senior media authority, Honiara, personal communication, 
6/7/2016. 
Urban reporting was also largely reactionary. The 
majority of articles across urban issues focused on 
a specific event or circumstance, such as a forum, 
workshop or commemoration, rather than 
investigative journalism. Reports on youth and 
gender were the most reactionary, with at least 
90% of articles likely based on press releases or 
reports of what was said at meetings. 
Dear Editor… 
To gain a better insight into what concerns Honiara 
citizens, letters to the editor were assessed. Just 
over 10 percent of all online Letters to the Editor 
over the same period concerned urban issues and 
were written by Honiara residents. Although a 
smaller proportion and a limited group, they may 
provide a clearer indication of urban issues of most 
importance to Honiara’s population. Although 
some letters were reactionary, the majority 
seemed freely generated. Services, again, were 
significant (30%), while law and order (18%) and 
infrastructure (19%) received similar attention. 
According to the 2013 RAMSI People’s Survey, 
Honiara residents largely believed services, 
specifically education and health, should be 
prioritised by government. 
 
There was more commentary in letters on trends 
than on specific issues (just over 50%), indicating 
perhaps a l ss reactiona y c nsideration of the 
issues. Employment, which received greater 
commentary than in news articles, focussed more 
n informal sectors and busines  opportunities, as 
opposed to the articles’ focus on job creation. 
Authors mostly concerned themselves with 
markets and self-help small business initiatives. 
What’s needed to move forward? 
What Solomon Islands needs is the development of 
skilled, investigative journalists capable of bringing 
a critical voice to what is, overwhelmingly, 
reporting based on media releases from interested 
parties. Journalists’ reliance on press releases 
“comes down to a lack of skills and training”.1 The 
country’s media industry mostly comprises young 
people with limited education; 50 percent of media 
practitioners do not have a higher education 
qualification (PACMAS 2013). 
Training not only encourages more accuracy and 
critique, but can generate interest in the issues 
amongst journalists. Key challenges, such as urban 
land access, are highly complex and cannot be 
accurately reported without a solid understanding 
of the issue. For example, before training was given 
to outlets on the Regional Assistance Mission to 
Solomon Islands’ tr nsiti n, the media inaccurately 
reported on its exit. Currently, there are two 
reporter specialisations in Solomon Islands 
established through training and skills 
development: sports and courts. The prominence of 
court reporting in urban issues was plain – at least 
17% of total reporting and more than half of law 
and order articles. 
Solomon Island  pr ss media lacks the training to 
inve tigate complex urban issu s, so it is not an 
active participant in driving and shaping urban 
discussion and debate. The result is limited 
information flow on urbanisation. As Schramm 
(1964) wrote, adequate information flow in 
developing countries is more than a flow from the 
top to the bottom. It must carry information 
needed for citizens to play their part in a modern 
society, but it must also provide channels by which 
the people may discuss what policies and practices 
to adopt, and by which their needs and wishes may 
be used to inform decision-making. In order to 
advance and articulate an issue as important as 
urban change, training of journalists in this space is 
critical. 
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the interests and priorities of government and other key 
stakeholders. Professional journalism needs to look beyond 
official news releases and the opinions of the elite to question 
self-interested representations of issues (Devi and Chand 
2008). But this takes time and resources — both in short 
supply for newspapers run on shoestring budgets.
In an attempt to gain better insights into matters of 
concern to Honiara citizens, 720 items in the Letters to the 
Editor section over the same period were assessed. Just 
over 10% of letters were on urban issues and were written 
by Honiara residents. Although a smaller proportion and a 
limited group, they may provide a clearer indication of urban 
issues of most importance to Honiara’s population. Services, 
again, were significant (30%), while law and order (18%)
and infrastructure (19%) received similar attention. This is 
consistent with the 2013 RAMSI People’s Survey, which found 
that Honiara residents largely believed services, specifically 
education nd health, hould be prioritised.
There was more commentary in letters on trends than 
on specific issues (just over 50%) — possibly indicating a 
greater public concern about trajectories of urbanisation 
and socioeconomic implications. Urban employment, which 
received greater commentary than in news articles, focussed 
more on informal sectors and business opportunities, as 
opposed to the articles’ focus on job creation. Letter-writers 
mostly concerned themselves with markets a d self- elp for
small business initiatives. This may be representative of the 
divide between government’s prioritisation of the formal sector 
and the importance of the informal sector to the livelihoods of 
a vast majority of Honiara residents.
The heavy reliance of the Solomon Star newspaper on 
news feeds for urban reporting allows the media to be used 
as a mouthpiece of key players, and results in short-term, 
reactionary media responses to urban issues. Issues of most 
